In a short space of time the car design/style supply chain has undergone deep changes, which are being amplified by the current economicfinancial crisis. The digitalisation of production and the transformation of supply links have modified the competitive positioning of these companies along the automotive supply chain. The aim of the paper is to analyse the drivers adopted by the French and the Italian car design/style firms for facing the crisis. The paper uses a brief literature review to highlight the strategic role of car design/style companies in the automotive industry in terms of innovation and supply chain. The French and Italian car design/style supply chains were investigated by 20 face-to-face interviews. In a context of macroeconomic downturn, the French and the Italian car design/style samples have overperformed the respective total automotive supply chains. The performance achieved and the implementations of distinguished strategies are the evidence of the resilience of the firms investigated. To date, there have been very few empirical studies which have investigated the strategies adopted by supply chains during the ongoing crisis. The digitalisation of production and the transformation of supply links have modified the competitive positioning of design/style companies along the automotive supply chain.
in France. Her current research focuses on design and innovation strategy of companies. Her research also deals with relationships between engineers and industrial designers, the link between the cultural economy and industrial design.
Introduction
The car design/style supply chain is a very small part of the automotive supply chain and in the last decade it has been affected by the crisis and the reorganisation of product development processes by carmakers. In 2008, car sales around the world crashed simultaneously; in particular, passenger car sales fell across the European Union by more than 25%. The fear of losing internal capabilities and of depending on external style centres led to the gradual internalisation of design/style. This was the strategic solution adopted by several carmakers, both generic, like General Motors, Ford, and Volkswagen, and specialised, like Mercedes, BMW, and Porsche.
The aim of this paper is to analyse the methods adopted by the French and the Italian car design/style supply chains to face the crisis and the reorganisation of processes so as to avoid major transformations, as suffered by coachbuilders (Calabrese and Vervaeke, 2015) .
Assessing the strategies implemented by the firms specialised in car style creation and modelling is worthwhile due to the fact that, contrary to expectations, they have been characterised by positive turnover growth and flexibility.
We selected France and Italy since most European car design/style companies are located in these countries. In the worldwide automotive panorama, the French and Italian car styling industry somehow represents uniqueness in terms of structure and conduct. The comparison with other countries is difficult and quite incongruous. As a matter of fact, a part France and Italy, the car design/style firms are very few and more subordinated to engineering activities (Calabrese, 2011; Vervaeke, 2012) . The limited amount of the total population forced us to adopt a micro-analysis and follow the structure-conduct-performance paradigm. We collected face-to-face interviews about 50% of the car design/style companies located in France and in Italy, which represent the main clusters in Europe.
A quantitative and qualitative assessment of the firms' strategic position was performed in order to analyse their internationalisation processes, competitive positioning -through an adapted Porter's five forces framework (1979) , strategies for business expansion, and investments in human resources and R&D. The adapted Porter's five forces model was used to analyse the level of competition within the car design/style supply chain and its business strategy development. The goal was to evaluate the competitive intensity and attractiveness of the industry in terms of overall industry profitability.
The paper is made up of four sections, in addition to this introduction and the conclusions.
Section 2 shows the peculiar characteristics of the car design/style supply chain and its positioning within the overall automotive supply chain. The literature review focuses on the outsourcing strategies and their relation to the resources, knowledge, and capabilities of firms. In the case of the car design/style suppliers, these strategies concern their early involvement in new product development processes, selection procedures, and adoption of digital techniques.
The last three sections are dedicated to the structure-conduct-performance paradigm. The section on performance is presented first primarily to find explanations in the behaviour of the firms for the relevant and partly dissimilar results between the two samples.
Section 3 describes the methodology and structure of the car design/style supply chain. The French and Italian companies were invited to fill in a questionnaire containing 28 questions divided into two sections: general information and firm characteristics; competitiveness and strategies. The answers were supplemented with information gathered from the firms' websites or specialised databases on entrepreneurial activities.
Section 4 shows the turnover performance of the two samples in terms of size, industry diversification, and production stage. Despite the difficult period, turnover grew in both samples (+8.8% in France and +26.0% in Italy). In Italy, the turnover was even greater if the manufacturing phase is also considered.
Section 5 is specifically dedicated to the managerial implications and the most relevant best practices in process internationalisation, competitive positioning -based on an adapted Porter's five forces analysis, development strategies, and investments in human resources and R&D.
Car design/style in the automotive supply chain
The automotive sector is characterised by high fragmentation of production and widespread outsourcing procedures. The automotive supply chain is for the most part organised through a hierarchical structure, with the larger carmakers positioned at the top of the pyramid (Balcet and Consoni, 2007; Nikabadi and Shahrabi, 2015; Frigant, 2013) . They are responsible for the definition of the style, the organisation of the design, the management of the brand, the final assembly, and the production of some components regarded as being strategic (Choi, 2015) . As a result, the policies of 'make or buy' in the automotive industry have led over time to a profound rationalisation of the vast pool of suppliers (Doran, 2004; Calabrese and Erbetta, 2005) .
The need to activate specific production processes, characterised by increasingly complex complementary technologies, has made it necessary to intervene on efficiency levels, on the optimisation of investments and processes, and on the improvement of flexibility in order to improve profitability (Birchall et al., 2001; Jullien and Pardi, 2013; Chanaron, 2013) . The use of specialist suppliers represents a potential source of flexibility, ensuring greater opportunities to adapt to changes in demand (Schmitt and Van Biesebroeck, 2017; Hofmann, 2011) .
Most of the contemporary literature on outsourcing and inter-firm relations is based on transaction costs and a resource-based view of firms (Ju and Xi, 2008) . The focus is on the nature of and the reasons for the transactions and the implications of outsourcing for their resources, capabilities and strategies (Calabrese, 2000; Midler and Lenfle, 2001) . These literature streams are converging, indicating that outsourcing strategies are related to the resources of firms, their knowledge and capabilities (Skold and Karlsson, 2011) . A further stream of research more specifically concerns car design/style and it is related to the advantages of early involvement in the development of new products in order to improve quality and efficiency gains in manufacturing (Segrestin et al., 2002; Lee and Bang, 2006; Fourcade and Midler, 2005) .
Carmakers engage car design/style companies to perform some of the tasks necessary to develop a new model, such as product design and early engineering (Picard and RodetKroichvili, 2007) . In most cases, this process is highly interactive and is meant to allow carmakers to leverage the superior expertise of car design/style companies in certain market niches such as luxury vehicles (Randle, 1986; Batchelor et al., 2001) .
The selection of a design/style company is mainly based on reputation and less on traditional performance factors (Segrestin et al., 2002) . Design/style companies are not mere suppliers, selected according to price, but partners with whom a long-term codesigning relationship is established (MacDuffie and Helper, 2006) . Within a context of deep transformations, the adoption of digital techniques has brought about a greater parcelling out of the production process (Sanchez, 2013) . Hence, through the years, the car design/style supply chain has come to include, on the one hand, firms capable of providing not only design but also specific additional services and, on the other hand, a large number of companies with high specialisation along the car design/style supply chain (Calabrese, 2011) .
Throughout the production stages of the car design/style process, professional expertise and skill requirements are abundant and only a few companies are capable of providing all of them in a comprehensive and constant manner. Concept design and virtual and physical modelling represent the core business of the car design/style process, whereas CAD design-engineering and prototyping are more directly connected with product development. Most companies tend to focus on only one or a couple of these stages, at times diversifying upstream or downstream along the car supply chain up to manufacturing.
As a matter of fact, the car design/style supply chain can be defined as a branch within the automotive supply chain. The main division is between the creation and the modelling of car style. The creation of car style involves firms possessing significant skills in the area of concept design, whereas the modelling of car style is connected with firms able to work on the sketches either virtually, by developing mathematical algorithms and models, or physically, through the creation of mock-ups and master models. Figure 1 schematically shows the production stages and the related flow of information in a sequential way. The companies of the car design/style supply chain tend to specialise around these stages, where concept design, virtual and physical modelling correspond to the central core, whereas CAD design-engineering and prototyping are connected with the downstream phases of the product development process and can engender vertical diversification with the upstream phases and with manufacturing as well.
Marginally, the car design/style supply chain can involve professional consultants, mainly specialised in concept design. The definition of the adopted samples is based on information supplied by the French and Italian national associations of automotive suppliers, integrated with other research (Chamber of Commerce of Turin, 2007), databases, queries from web search engines, and evidence gathered during the interviews, especially for the French sample. Table 1 shows the distribution of the companies according to their main specialisation, as well as the number of companies interviewed. For the purposes of this paper, the focus ranges in particular from concept design to prototyping, completely leaving out professional consultants, due to their specificity. We also identified the group of global design/style problem solvers, which includes companies capable of providing integrated and systemic services, usually purchased from external suppliers. With regard to the car design/style supply chain in the strict sense, the Italian sample is slightly wider than the French one. Also, Italian firms are more specialised in physical modelling (19% in France and 28% in Italy) and less involved in engineering and prototyping (33.5% in France and 16.0% in Italy). The allocation of firms to different production stages included in the two car design/style supply chains was based on the answers to the questionnaires and on information gathered from the internet. In particular, for what concerns the attribution to the concept design group, the key distinguishing element was the firm's consolidated, though not principal, experience in the full development of concept cars.
The sample of the firms interviewed almost mirrors the above distribution. 38% of the firms were interviewed in France and 48% in Italy, and all specialisations were covered. Following to the European Union classification for defining the size of a business, in France six firms are classified as small and two as micro, whereas in Italy five are medium-sized, five are small-sized, and two are micro-sized firms.
The French and Italian companies were invited to complete the same two-part questionnaire containing 28 questions. The first section featured questions about general information (year of establishment, production stage and related turnover, industry and related turnover, geographic markets and related turnover) and firm characteristics (site distribution, staff distribution, significant expenses on turnover, holding structure, outsourcing level). The second part of the questionnaire asked about competitiveness (competitiveness factor analysis, competitive position, innovative sources, hindrances analysis) and strategies (evaluation analysis, R&D, sustainable development strategies).
Moreover, in the case of some variables, the analysis did not make use only of the answers provided to the questionnaire but also integrated with information taken from the firms' websites or from specialised databases on entrepreneurial activities.
The survey was conducted through face-to-face interviews with CEOs and managers in 2013. The same Italian firms had also been interviewed in 2008, which made it possible to draw some time comparisons. Table 2 shows the product diversification of the 20 firms interviewed, as defined in Figure 1 . All the firms are able to operate in at least two production phases of the design/style supply chain, and three of them engage in various stages, from concept to manufacturing. It is important to point out that manufacturing must not be confused with coachbuilding, as this is true only in one case and with low volumes. In the other cases, manufacturing is related to the production of body parts mainly for luxury cars.
The firms specialised in concept design provide a complete service, offering also virtual modelling, generally developed internally, and physical modelling, usually purchased. The firms specialised in virtual modelling may also be competent in concept design and, more broadly, in the development of the complete car, while the extension of their production stages to physical modelling is less likely.
Moving downwards along the car design/style supply chain, the probability of extensive diversification decreases; in fact, not many firms specialised in physical modelling are also skilled in concept design.
Integration with downstream specialisations is bimodal; the firms dedicated to prototyping can generally provide services only in physical modelling, while CAD design-engineering firms are often limited to virtual modelling. However, the greater competences required in upstream stages make downstream diversification more probable for the creators and modellers of car design/style, rather than vice-versa. That is to say companies specialised in the use of computer-aided styling are more likely to broaden their services to computer-aided design and modellers may be able to provide prototypes or pressed metal sheet parts in small batches for niche models or for the aftermarket. 
Performance analysis of the samples
On the basis of the answers gathered, some distinguishing features of the French and Italian car design/style supply chain will be described in this section. As a consequence of the period of crisis and reorganisation of their processes, the two car design/style supply chains underwent intense restructuring, which also caused insolvencies (Table 3) .
Between 2008 and 2012, three companies in France went bankrupt. Six other companies were protected by the French law on bankruptcy and could continue their business after finding new investors to ease the financial difficulties encountered during the period. In 2013, their capital stocks were restructured.
In the same period five Italians car design/style companies went out of business, without bankruptcy agreements or compensation of creditors.
However, still in that period, six firms were set up in France and four in Italy. This apparent vitality of the segment conceals a change in the companies' structure. The executive staff from bankrupt firms often set up new and smaller companies recruiting some of the more skilled employees. The same phenomenon was observed in the textile sector (Vervaeke and Lefebvre, 2002) .
Start-ups and failures occurred in all specialisations and mainly among global problem solvers, with three complete bankruptcies and two bankruptcy agreements in France and two concept design companies failing in Italy. Note: * Six firms benefitted of bankruptcy agreements.
As Table 4 indicates, the Italian design/style sample is larger than its French counterpart in terms of average turnover (respectively, 13.7 m. € and 4.2 m. €) and employees (110.8 and 35.5). Despite the difficult period, turnover grew in both samples (+8.8% in France and +26.0% in Italy) -and to a greater extent in Italy if the manufacturing phase is also considered. In comparison, the turnover of the entire automotive supply chain decreased by 16.9% in France and by 22.8% in Italy (Enrietti and Calabrese, 2013; Calabrese and Manello, 2015) . Turnover growth was widespread across most of the companies interviewed, with only one French and three Italian companies having negative results. Over the period analysed, in France micro firms (+25.0%) grew more than small firms (+8.4%), whereas in Italy small firms (+39.0) achieved the best performance, followed by medium firms (+24.0%) and micro firms (+14.1%).
As far as the end markets are concerned, the automotive sector is more dominant in the Italian car design/style sample (92.0% of total turnover) than among French companies (81.5%), which focus more on aerospace (10.4%) and industrial design for the luxury and furniture sectors (8.1%), also in prospective terms.
This might be the reason why for the Italian car design/style sample the turnover of core production phases has decreased (Concept design -8.8% and Virtual modelling -7.3%) in the last five years, in spite of a general increase in sales (+26.0%). Carmakers tend to insource the more related design/style stages, whereas they seem to need more downstream industrial operations like physical modelling, CAD design-engineering or prototyping. This evidence is confirmed by a considerable growth (+426.3%) in manufacturing turnover. As a matter of fact, some companies specialised in physical modelling and prototyping are becoming very small coachbuilders for specific niche models, thus reviving the Italian know-how after Pininfarina and Bertone left this peculiar business.
In the Italian car design/style supply chain, vertical diversification only occurred forward, i.e. involving subsequent stages of the production process. This trend is less evident in France, where concept design turnover is stable and the car design/style sample concentrates mainly on the core phases and in particular on virtual modelling.
In response to the crisis in the automotive sector, French design companies have tried to diversify their business towards shipping, aeronautics, and the luxury sector (Table 4) . But, according to the most technically specialised companies (virtual and physical modelling), industry diversification requires a long restructuring period. Development times and levels of competition are two major constraints for the automotive industry. These constraints have induced specific organisational and methodological procedures requiring a high level of skill and expertise, which justifies a high standard service price. The development times and technical competitiveness of the other sectors are less up to date. Some French companies have observed that the luxury or shipping sectors are not suited to using the know-how of the automotive design companies. Indeed, the high and expensive level of skills needed in the design and creative process of the automotive sector is overpriced for the less technical luxury or shipping sectors. 
Drivers for competitiveness and strategies
The significant and partially dissimilar trends in terms of turnover change between the two design/style samples and their respective total national automotive supply chains require an in-depth analysis of the strategies adopted to face the difficult period.
In order to validate the evaluation, in some cases, it was possible to calculate the chi-squared test index between turnover change (2008) (2009) (2010) (2011) (2012) and the different business strategies adopted in the same period. The strategies analysed were: internationalisation, competitive positioning -through an adapted Porter's Five Forces analysis (1979), strategies to expand the business, and investments in human resources and R&D.
Internationalisation process
The design/style supply chain includes a limited number of international competitors, capable of offering complete services and of acting as problem solvers. The investments required to provide for the needs of prototype research and development as well as the financial capabilities which the companies must have in order to operate on this market play a crucial role. Few industrial groups hold a worldwide leadership and some of them have established themselves over a relatively long period of time and have been strongly linked to the history of certain carmakers, also somehow contributing to their success. Only the firms specialised in virtual modelling display different features, since their business requires more limited financial resources, which depend on the level of engineering services offered.
The two design/style samples show a divergent internationalisation process with regard to the level of exports, which is 64.8% in Italy and only 9.2% in France (Table 5) , and the location of working sites abroad. According to the Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT), the export figure is considerably higher than the data referring to the total Italian automotive supply chain, i.e. about 45.2% in 2012 (www.istat.it). According to the French National Institute of Statistics (INSEE, Enquête annuelle d'entreprises exploitée par le Service des études et des statistiques industrielles), in 2009 export turnover was 56.7% of the automotive sector turnover.
As a matter of fact, the French car design/style supply chain was more internationalised in 2008 than in 2012. The most internationalised group had subsidiaries in Germany and in Romania, near the foreign R&D centres of carmakers, but this kind of internationalisation did not protect the group from bankruptcy.
The main export area for both design/style samples is Europe but, for what concerns Italy, Asian countries make up 23.3% of total turnover, with a 104.9 percentage increase in the last five years. On the other hand, the US market is marginal for both countries and the Italian carmakers are less demanding towards the domestic design/style supply chain.
The higher export tendency of the Italian sample is directly connected with the location of working sites abroad: five production units, two commercial agencies, and five delegation agencies. The French sample, instead, includes only two production sites. 
Competitive positioning
The car design/style supply chain is mostly made up of small enterprises focusing on either the design phase or the engineering phase to cater to the needs of carmakers. A large number of these firms were set up by technicians previously employed in the design/style supply chain. These firms are top-quality producers which boast an excellent reputation from the point of view of their image and creativity in the field of styling, modelling, and prototyping, as well as in the actual carrying out of projects. The sound reputation that French and Italian car design/style firms have long enjoyed has contributed to a widening of the offer: small designing and mathematical modelling firms as well as physical modelling labs are now numerous. Hence, competition is becoming considerably tougher, also because Polytechnics and design schools supply more and more aspiring designers.
For this reason, the two samples were asked to assign a score from 1 (low) to 10 (high) to four of Porter's five forces, complemented by a specific assessment of their positioning along the supply chain. Only the threat of substitute products or services was not investigated due to the absence of alternatives.
In both samples, a higher score was assigned to the bargaining power of carmakers and the intensity of competitive rivalry (Table 6 ). The two competitiveness factors are not separated because of the ability of carmakers to put the design/style supply chain under pressure, which also affects the carmakers' sensitivity to price changes in spite of the competitive advantage gained through creativity and innovation. Consequently, the main potential factors affecting competitive rivalry are, as stated in the interviews, a mixture of cost reduction, unfair competition, and brand protection. The French companies assigned a higher average score to both of Porter's forces due to their low level of export. The domestic market is pre-eminent, which reduces the chances to diversify the client portfolio and avoids international trade competition.
It is important to note that the scores given by the Italian firms have not changed if compared to the 2008 survey.
The threat of new entrants obtained a low score in both samples as a result of scarce profitability, but also owing to the carmakers being highly selective in evaluating established know-how and human capital requirements (please, see the subsection below).
These are the reasons why scores assigned by the Italian firms have dropped by about 50% compared to the 2008 survey, when the restructuring phase started and several new entrants appeared, mainly established by technicians previously employed in the design/style supply chain.
The bargaining power of suppliers was given a low-medium score, due to a trade-off between the absence of substitutes among software providers and a high differentiation of subcontractors. Concerning the supply chain positioning, it is interesting to note that the Italian companies are more deverticalised in terms of their operations and make greater use of body rental, which is the temporary leasing of designers by the suppliers. Basically, a company temporarily hires a certain amount of human resources, generally virtual modellers, to develop a specific, large-or small-scale project. Body rental 1 was adopted by carmakers before the crisis to reduce costs, but it is now spreading also to the car design/style supply chain.
The negative signs of all the correlation indexes between Porter's 'four' forces and turnover change confirm that the best performing car design/style companies are able to rely on distinctive competitiveness factors and, in particular, to be less sensitive to competition rivalry, to new entrants, and to the bargaining power of carmakers. Table 6 Competitive positioning (average score between 1 and 10) and correlation index with the turnover change (2008- 
Development strategies
The high bargaining power of clients affects the strategies pursued by the firms interviewed. The conduct adopted by carmakers can be considered both a possible opportunity and a possible threat for the car design/style supply chain. The changes occurred at the carmakers' style centres have been interpreted as a way to further promote and enhance car design and they offer new opportunities especially to companies of smaller size focused on only one phase of the design process, but this could also reduce the demand for external consultants in concept design. Moreover, in the last few years new manufacturers have taken on a crucial role in the automotive market, especially those carmakers based in China and India, from which especially the Italian car styling has been receiving large orders and acknowledgements of its outstanding quality. On the other hand, new Asian carmakers might start to carry out style-related stages internally. The competitive scenario is also characterised by the difficulties which carmakers were already going through due to a contraction in demand and which the current economic crisis has intensified, leading to the slowing down or even the complete halt of investment plans for new models.
The complex set of skills acquired to satisfy the overly demanding automotive sector makes for great potential, which can be applied to other means of transport and to any kind of industrial design. Several car design/style firms are diversifying their business, shifting towards products that are very different from cars.
With regard to this uncertain picture, the two samples were asked to assign a score from 1 (low) to 10 (high) to a set of strategies adopted in the last five years. These strategies are related to: diversification in new geographic markets, development or improvement of products and services, process increase or improvement, and external growth strategies, such as acquisition or control of other enterprises, creation of partnerships and joint ventures, and entry of new members.
The two samples have supported the development of the firms in the same strategic ways ( Table 7) . As expected in the case of consolidated businesses, internal growth strategies dominate in terms of improvement and development of new products or services. The indexes of correlation with turnover change are both positive, with the highest value given to improvements in product quality.
Both countries pay the same amount of attention to diversification strategies in order to enter new geographic markets, but Italian firms seem to invest more in the improvement of the production system. Also in these cases the indexes of correlation with turnover change are positive.
Besides collaborations and strategic alliances, the external growth strategies recorded the lowest scores in both samples.
The high and positive value of the correlation index between the acquisition of shares in other companies and turnover change is consistent with the fact that in both countries two-thirds of the car design/style firms are part of industrial groups operating in the same field and acting mainly as parent companies. This percentage is considerably higher than the average figure of 26.7% related to the Italian automotive supply chain as a whole (www.istat.it). All the French companies belonging to industrial groups and 50% of the Italian sample are also group leaders, whereas the rest of the Italian firms belonging to industrial groups are subsidiaries of extra-European companies. It is interesting to note that about 90% of the industrial groups included in the two samples were established in the last five years, which is further evidence of the reorganisation of the two car design/style supply chains to face the difficult period.
Finally, the time comparison with the previous survey on Italian firms (Calabrese, 2011) does not show relevant changes concerning development strategies. 
Investments in human resources and R&D
Car design/style can be considered an excellent example of the so-called knowledge economy, which is based specifically on the shift from extensive to qualitative-intensive economic development and requires the continuous regeneration of knowledge, paying particular attention to the enhancement of human resources and, at the same time, to the broadening of research and development activities. The evidence can be supported by some interesting figures:
 In the companies interviewed, employees with a degree are 25.7% of the total in France and 13.8% in Italy, with higher figures in concept design (about 60%) and virtual modelling firms (about 25%). These data are considerably higher than the average for the total automotive supply chain, which is 7.6% in Italy (www.istat.it).
 Furthermore, all car design/style firms offer and encourage training courses. Training activities are financed with 2.9% of the total turnover in France and 3.4% in Italy. It should be underlined that over the last five years only one firm has reduced its training budget, while eight companies have increased it (two in France and six in Italy). In 2013, the Italian training budget was 2.2 times higher than in 2008.
 An aspect which is worth mentioning regards R&D.  It is interesting to note that almost all the firms interviewed were established by technicians and engineers who resigned from firms operating in the design/style supply chain. The phenomenon is common in both countries but more present in Italy (75% of the firms) than in France (50%).
 In response to the automotive crisis, French companies have adopted two main strategies: increasing in-company research and development ability and improving in-company skills. Companies have been training employees to specialise in new tools and methods of representation in order to satisfy foreign carmakers' orders.
Conclusions
The car design/style supply chain is mostly made up of small enterprises focused on supplying design or engineering. In the 2008-2012 period, characterised by a deep crisis of the automotive industry, the turnover of the two samples grew (+8.8% in France and +26.0% in Italy) and performed better than the respective total automotive supply chains, with only one French and three Italian companies having negative results. This positive performance is mainly the consequence of diversification strategies in terms of industry (essentially, aerospace and industrial design for the French companies), geographic markets (European and Asian countries mostly for the Italian car design/style supply chain), and vertical diversification. Italian companies have also implemented changes in turnover redistribution from upstream (concept design and virtual modelling) to downstream phases (physical modelling, CAD design, and prototyping), and have concentrated more heavily on manufacturing.
Hence, in both countries the car design/style supply chain has abandoned the traditional model based on a single industry, oriented principally to their domestic market, and offering only one product or service specialisation.
The paper shows the strong capital reorganisation of this supply chain in both countries. After the restructuring of their capital stock in the last five years, the companies in both countries are clustering into groups. Moreover, six French companies have benefited from bankruptcy agreements and have been able to continue their business.
The two car design/style samples display common features in their ownership structure and type of development strategies adopted, mainly in the improvement and development of new products and services. In fact, in both countries two-thirds of the car design/style firms are part of industrial groups operating in the same field and they act mainly as parent companies. It is interesting to note that about 90% of the industrial groups included in the two samples have been established in the last five years, which is further evidence of the reorganisation of the two car design/style supply chains to face the crisis and deal with changes in product development processes.
The French companies pay more attention to investments in human resources and R&D and seem more affected by competition in the automotive industry in terms of rivalry and bargaining power of the carmakers.
To summarise, the two car design/style supply chains have been able to avoid a heavy reshaping of their sector in spite of the difficult period by crossing the traditional firm borders, i.e. by moving to other parts of the world, expanding their end markets and client base, redefining their product portfolio and their offer of services in car body design, and increasing their size through mergers and acquisitions.
The performance achieved and the implementation of specific strategies are evidence of the flexibility of the two car design/style supply chains, put into play to withstand the rough difficult period. Design is a crucial strategic element to take on the new global challenges posed by recently industrialised countries, which are able to manufacture at much lower costs in comparison to European countries, but fail in taste and creativity.
The French and Italian companies have invested in new digital technologies and high-level training schemes, but capabilities alone may be insufficient, since they must be supported by a sound financial structure and enduring relationships with clients. Only by doing so will the two car design/style supply chains be able to retain their role as worldwide points of reference and their ability to influence, thanks to their talented personnel, the very evolution of the concept of car models.
